THE   EMPIRE   IN   ECLIPSE
differing from sense of touch, which conveyed a more or
less true impression as to the actual weakness of Ney's
command.
On the loth he launched an attack, which Ney coun-
tered and soon followed up by an attempt to gain the
ramparts. This also failed; the Prussians stood grimly
defensive; and at last, with the odds increasing to four
to one against them, the French retired. Ney's handful
had borne the brunt of the recent fighting and now it was
called upon to act as rear-guard, holding its ground till
the last moment and giving battle, at great cost, for two
incredible days while the main body reorganized. So far
as it was possible to his nature the Marshal expressed
some feeling of the wearied responsibility that was
demanded by such tasks in a letter to Berthier; then, at
the head of a few surviving companies, he staggered into
Soissons.
There was a further distribution of units, and Ney
emerged with a skeleton force of 2,500. He stood by in
a reserve capacity when Napoleon, with a startling mani-
festation of his old genius, defeated the Allies at Rheims.
On March i5th Ney scored an independent success by
clearing Chalons, which had been a supply centre for the
Prussians. From there a convoy, as part of Ney's capture,
was soon on its way to Rheims, a scene and exploit that
were quite in the manner of those early days when the
young hussar was marking his rise with chevrons.
Neither was the manifestation of French arms any less
fantastic in the present campaign, with weak, scattered
and worn-out elements holding at bay, or even paralysing
the massed forces of monarchical Europe. This mooc
was further reflected in Ney's call for reinforcements, hi
intention being to operate with a free hand apart fton
the main body. As a result his numbers were made u|
to 5,000, but a general advance to the Aube, which swunj
him into line again as the left column, cut short hi
independent prospects.
He marched from Chalons on the i8th, and two day